(xxii). For Gayle, the Black Aesthetic is an ideological tonic that cures misguided assimilationist tendencies.
By contrast, Hoyt Fuller, in the lead essay, defines the Black Aesthetic in terms of the cultural experiences and tendencies expressed in artists' work. He notes: "In Chicago, the Organization of Black American Culture has moved boldly toward a definition of a black aesthetic. In the writers' workshop sponsored by the group, the writers are deliberately striving to invest their work with the distinctive styles and rhythms and colors of the ghetto, with those peculiar qualities which, for example, characterize the music of a John Coltrane or a Charlie Parker or a Ray Charles" (9). Interestingly, when Fuller elaborates on what he means by black style, he does so by quoting several paragraphs from an essay by a white writer, George Frazier, who grudgingly praised black style in an essay he wrote for Esquire.
By focusing on rhythm and style as the essential aspects of a black literary aesthetic, Fuller identifies themes central to discussions of what is distinctive about black expression. Nonetheless, his essay reveals certain peculiarities. Though he does not follow Gayle in defining aesthetics as a form of political enlightenment, Fuller's account takes musicians as models for literary expression. Furthermore, though he stresses "styles and rhythms and colors of the ghetto," none of these musicians grew up in "the ghetto." Coltrane was from North Carolina, Parker from Kansas City, and Charles from Georgia. Fuller's long quotation from Frazier cites musicians, athletes, dancers, politicians, but not a single writer. This reflects a common problem among Black Aesthetic theorists in finding literary precedents for Black Arts Movement writing. Indeed, many of these critics asserted that no prior writing existed that deserved to be called "black writing." But the greatest irony here is that Fuller resorts to a white writer-a writer whom he identifies as hostile to "the likes of LeRoi Jones" (10)-in order to illustrate the quintessence of black style.
The difficulties these writers experience in defining the Black Aesthetic exemplify a dilemma that writers of that movement never resolved, one which, I argue, could not be resolved. The concept of "blackness" was-and is-inherently overburdened with essentialist, ahistorical entailments. An adequate account of African-American aesthetic practices would call the concept of "blackness" into question, and the failure to question this concept would inevitably lead to muddled theories. The nature of the problem can be readily illustrated in semantic terms.
Both writers and critics of the Black Arts Movement frequently articulated the notion that they had few if any antecedents. For them, past black writing was mostly a chronicle of evasions: failures or refusals to discover and express authentic black consciousness.
Consider the difference between "the Black Aesthetic" and "Black Aesthetics." The former suggests a single principle, while the latter leaves open multiple possibilities. The former is closed and prescriptive; the latter, open and descriptive. The quest for one true aesthetic corresponds to the notion of an essential "blackness," a true nature common to all "black" people. This is the logic of race, a logic created to perpetuate oppression and not to describe the subtle realities of actual experience. The choice of "the Black Aesthetic" rather than "Black Aesthetics" represents a fundamental theoretical failure of the Black Arts Movement. Yet erroneous or not, this is the choice that Black Aesthetic theorists made, nor is it difficult to understand why, given the social imperatives of the time. Nevertheless, while we must assess the historical record as it stands, we might consider what it means to envision the African-American cultural tradition as plural, not singular. After all, most current theories of black culture are just as singular as "the Black Aesthetic," though less forthrightly political. A black pluralist historiography remains to be explored.
The problem of historical understanding is a central issue for Black Aesthetic critics. How writers conceive themselves in relation to their literary antecedents is important for several reasons. It defines what they explicitly embrace and reject, but even more important, it defines that broader field of works which they feel an obligation to know-in other words, the basis of their literary education. Both writers and critics of the Black Arts Movement frequently articulated the notion that they had few if any antecedents. For them, past black writing was mostly a chronicle of evasions: failures or refusals to discover and express authentic black consciousness. In The Way of the New World (1975) Addison Gayle concludes his discussion of early black fiction by declaring: "The inability of the black novelist to build upon the foundation laid down by [Martin] Delany meant that no viable literary tradition was possible until after Native Son" (29). For Gayle, "viable" black writing is that which expresses rage at and rejection of white people. Consequently, except for Delany, the first century of black fiction was entirely an exercise in false consciousness. A critic or writer who holds such a view is unlikely to learn much from those generations of writers whom he has dismissed. In effect, such an attitude embraces historical ignorance as a critical premise. Jones's comments suggest that he probably had not read the work of these authors. In accusing them of ignorance, he reveals his own, but to be ignorant of Negroes is no sin in our culture. After all, we assume Negroes to be unworthy of serious attention. Being black does not necessarily exempt us from the condescending modes of race thinking.3
Quite the contrary, race thinking exists to perpetuate hierarchical claims to privilege. These claims of superiority to "the Negro" are available to anyone who participates in this discourse, regardless of race. Thus, much of Jones's self-vindication in this essay depends upon his claim to be an exception to the Negro rule. Though Gayle and Jones are distinct individuals, they are splendid examples of the tendency in the Black Arts Movement to dismiss the accomplishments of previous black writers and to define blackness as a quality that other blacks have failed to realize.
Black Arts theorists consistently refused to acknowledge literary antecedents, and this refusal is closely linked to the movement's peculiar tendency to cite nonliterary (mostly musical) models as antecedents in a tradition of authentic black expression. In one sense, the movement's theorists correctly observed that black musical forms such as the blues and jazz are more profound expressions of black particularity than most black writing has been. But their attempts to explain why have usually depended upon claims, in one form or another, that black writers have erred in attempting to be white or to use white models. This argument is inadequate for many reasonsmost of all because it fails to distinguish between quite different aesthetic modes and to consider the social means of producing, communicating, and perpetuating particular aesthetic forms.4
Black music is a strong aesthetic force because it belongs to a tradition many centuries old, imported directly from Africa and developed continuously in the New World. Unlike writing, music is accessible to virtually anyone in a culture, without a requirement of formal education, though certainly learning to perform requires training, and appreciation exists at various levels of sophistication. The black musical tradition is thoroughly incorporated into the social lives of black people as a vehicle of self-expression, worship, dance, socializing, artistic performance, and entertainment. Music is an integral part of African cultures and of African-American cultures as well. It is as fundamental and as ubiquitous to black people as speech.5
Though writing has existed in Africa at least as long as in Europe, probably longer, the culture of the book has been, until this century, more important for Europeans than for Africans. In any case, an African book culture certainly did not survive the Middle Passage, and even if it had, slaveholders would have extirpated it. Consequently, if we speak of black literature, we must necessarily speak of a tradition based on European models. Therefore, it makes no sense at all to compare black literature to black music, because the two have different social origins and different histories. Black literature must necessarily be a mixed mode, growing out of European language and European literary models. The example of the spirituals, which derived largely from European hymns, should indicate to us that authentic black models can develop from European models. Similarly, Sidney Bechet, Coleman Hawkins, Parker, and Coltrane took the instrument patented by the Frenchman Antoine-Joseph Sax in 1846 and made it into an instrument that is now inseparably associated with jazz. Black musical expression is not limited to forms or instruments created in Africa, and this need not be the case for black literature either.
If we take African music as the quintessential form of black cultural expression, one interesting implication seems clear. The aesthetic implied in the relationship between the music and the people is a very egalitarian, participatory one. The model does not stress roles of performer and audience but rather of mutual participation in an aesthetic activity. How such an African participatory aesthetic might be transferred to the realm of literature is a challenging problem. And perhaps the impulse to approximate such an aesthetic helps to explain why the creative energy of the Black Arts Movement was directed disproportionately into theater; for community-based writers' workshops, such as OBAC in Chicago and The Watts Writers' Workshop, and the emphasis on live performances of poetry, and on publishing broadsides and chapbooks were products of this spirit of inclusiveness. Although we cannot pursue here the social history of the movement, it should be clear that such a participatory aesthetic is radically at odds with the essentially modernist, elitist, and exclusionary aesthetic promoted by Jones and other black bohemians. Of course, Jones soon changed his name and modified his rhetoric. Whether that transformation led to a more African aesthetic remains a matter of contention.
Among the Black Arts theorists, Larry Neal was perhaps the most discerning about the implications of "the Black Aesthetic."6 Neal was willing to declare explicitly that literature as we know it is inadequate to the requirements of a black aesthetic. He remarks in his afterword to Black Fire:
Black literature must become an integral part of the community's life style. And I believe that it must also be integral to the myths and experiences underlying the total history of black people. New constructs will have to be developed. We will have to alter our concepts of what art is, of what it is supposed to "do." The dead forms taught most writers in the white man's schools will have to be destroyed, or at best, radically altered. We can learn more about what poetry is by listening to the cadences in Malcolm's speeches, than from most of Western poetics. Listen to James Brown scream. Ask yourself, then; Have you ever heard a Negro poet sing like that? Of course not, because we have been tied to the texts, like most white poets. The text could be destroyed and no one would be hurt in the least by it. The key is in the music. Our music has always been far ahead of our literature. Actually, until recently, it was our only literature, except for, perhaps, the folktale. ... Our music has always been the most dominant manifestation of what we are and feel, literature was just an afterthought, the step taken by the Negro bourgeoisie who desired acceptance on the white man's terms. And that is precisely why the literature has failed. It was the case of one elite addressing another elite. What, then, would this mean as a mandate for writers? Most obviously, it emphasizes performance. Neal wants poets to sing or to scream like James Brown. In addition to music, he proposes oratory ("Malcolm's speeches") as another paradigm. The emphasis on vernacular performance implies that literature should become an immediate, communal form to be experienced in public, contrary to the private experience of reading a text. Indeed, much of Black Aesthetic theorizing, especially Neal's, seems to want to replace reading as the dominant mode of literary reception with listening. Theater and poetry readings, once again, represent movement in this direction. Consequently, writers attempting to take "the Black Aesthetic" seriously would be inclined to reject formalist aesthetics and to think most seriously about the sound of their work and its effect upon a listening audience. They would be more concerned with rhythm than with stanzaic form, more with rhyme sound than with the formal pattern of rhyme, and, in particular, they would be concerned with diction based upon conversational norms rather than upon literary conventions. The use of allusion as a device would not vanish from such an aesthetic, but its focus would shift away from bookish references and into the realm of black historical experience and popular culture. An obvious area for literary exploration would be modes in which verbal effect and narrative converge. A striking example of the latter kind of innovation is Baraka's ritual drama, Slave Ship.8 Thus, if Black Aesthetic theorizing proscribed writers' use of existing literary traditions, it also opened up exciting new possibilities of artistic experimentation, and it sought to redefine the relationship between writer and audience. In effect, this meant both liabilities and opportunities for writers, audiences, and critics. Neither the liabilities nor the innovations have been adequately understood. Regardless, the commitment to ground literature in black vernacular culture was a definitive characteristic of Black Aesthetic theory.
The Black Aesthetic Critics
The relationship of criticism to the Black Arts Movement is complicated. Some of the most knowledgeable and discerning critics of the movement, such as Neal, are also important figures within the movement. This is true even of many academically oriented critics, such as Stephen Henderson. On the other hand, some influential recent black critics have been openly hostile to the Black Arts Movement-most conspicuously Henry Louis Gates, Jr. The activists of a movement are not necessarily the ideal persons to assess the actual achievements of that movement, though their comments can be illuminating. Similarly, the ideological opponents of a movement are not the most reliable sources of careful and dispassionate analyses. Unfortunately, most criticism regarding the Black Arts Movement has been deeply partisan, for or against. The fierce polemics surrounding the movement have discouraged careful and balanced scholarship. Yet without such scholarship, the achievements and failures of the movement can never be clearly understood.
A conspicuous difference between Black Arts writing and the work of previous black writers such as Wright and Baldwin is that Black Arts writing directly addresses a black audience. Thus, it immediately demands of its reader (or listener) a sympathy and familiarity with black culture and black idiomsand in many cases, with black nationalist cultural politics as well. In particular, since such writing addresses common black people, it demands that the critic be familiar with the common experiences of black people-or more precisely, that the critic share the kind of knowledge that such an audience would likely possess. Finally, since the Black Aesthetic claims to reject European literary models, it requires the writers to develop new forms, new techniques, and new conventions. Therefore, the critic must be prepared to recognize, understand, and assess these new literary forms and experiments. Needless to say, an education in conventional literary studies does not prepare a critic to face these challenges. Consequently, a critic who wishes to study Black Arts Movement writing must be prepared to move beyond university training, which can entail both establishing new criteria and rejecting established ones. (Given the familiar set of incentives, rewards, and punishments within the academy, such boldness could prove very costly to a member of an English department-especially an untenured one.) Poetry presents the most varied and difficult challenges, and Henderson's work is unique in its attempt to provide new terms for understanding "the new black poetry." The long introduction to his aptly named textbook, Understanding the New Black Poetry, provides the most detailed attempt to establish a black critical vocabulary. This work is illuminating in both its strengths and its weaknesses. Moreover, Gates's negative commentary on Henderson's work clearly illustrates several sharp critical disagreements generated by the Black Aesthetic.
The The significance of this becomes clearer as Henderson explains his terms for understanding black poetry. He specifies three critical categories: theme, structure, and saturation. "Theme" refers to the characteristic subject matter of black poetry, which for Henderson means reflections on the experience of being black in America. "Structure" is his most deceptive term, for it refers to the sources from which the work is derived and not to the "form" of the work. The two essential sources, according to Henderson, are "Black speech and Black music" (31). In this section he gives eight categories of poetic devices based on characteristics of black speech, along with examples of each, and ten ways in which black music is often used in poems. "Structure," then, refers to the poetic use of vernacular models. Finally, "saturation" means "(a) the communication of Blackness in a given situation, and (b) a sense of fidelity to the observed and intuited truth of the Black Experience" (62). This may seem no different from "theme"; but as one reads Henderson's brief discussion of this category, it becomes clear that what he means is the authenticity with which a work conveys "the black experience." This is what he apparently intends to underscore later when he comments: "[W]hat we are talking about then is the depth and quality of experience which a given work may evoke. We are also speaking about saturation as a kind of condition" (64).
Henderson's conclusion demonstrates his commitment to link his critical project with a political agenda of black cultural nationalism. The purpose of his essay is to send readers back "to the poems themselves and to the people who make them": "This is the great challenge of our poets as they incessantly proclaim their miraculous discovery that Black people are poems. What this means for the teacher and the student and the critic is that, like the poets, they must not separate themselves or their work, whatever it is, from the concerns of the people.... Black people are moving toward the Forms of Things Unknown, which is to say, toward Liberation, which, however I have stammered in the telling, is what it is all about" (69). Clearly, Henderson differs fundamentally from conventional academic critics regarding the function of criticism. This difference leads Gates to caricature the Black Arts critics as "race and superstructure" critics, taking Gayle, Henderson, and Houston Baker as the movement's chief exemplars.
Gates faults Henderson for failing to distinguish between poetic language and ordinary speech, for failing to acknowledge that much of what he says about black poetry is true of all poetry, and for making the tautological error of assuming "blackness" in order to make claims about "blackness." Gates's remarks on the "ultimate tautology," or "saturation," exemplify his general rancor regarding Black Arts critics: "[P]oetry is 'Black' when it communicates 'Blackness.' The more a text is saturated, the 'Blacker' the text. One imagines a daishiki-clad Dionysus weighing the saturated, mascon lines of Countee Cullen against those of Langston Hughes, as Paul Laurence Dunbar and Jean Toomer are silhouetted by the flames of our own black Hades. The blacker the berry, the sweeter the juice" (Figures in Black 35) .9 This is Gates's entire discussion of "saturation." He concludes that he has "belabored" Henderson's theory not because it is the weakest of the three arguments but rather because Henderson's "is by far the most imaginative of the three and has, at least, touched on areas critical to the explication of black literature." The others, by implication, have not. Gates's conclusion that "his examination of form is the first in a race and superstructure study and will most certainly give birth to more systematic and less polemical studies" (35) constitutes faint praise, indeed.
Gates's harsh tone reflects the bitter conflict between movement critics and conventional academics. 2. Jones's class-based aesthetics is most fully developed in his book Blues People. Sollors's study of Baraka is especially useful for its discussion of Baraka's relationship to modernist and bohemian ideas.
